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Zimbabwe has one of the highest literacy rates (percentage of people who can read and write) in Africa.

Wealth, or the appearance of it, is important, so people like to be well dressed in public.

David Livingstone was a missionary and doctor from Scotland. An early explorer in Africa, he was the first

European to see Victoria Falls (named for Britain’s queen Victoria), in 1855.

After a meal, it is polite to softly clap one’s hands and say Mazyita (Thank you) in appreciation.

Throughout Zimbabwe are formations called kopjes, huge rocks balanced on smaller rocks. A picture of the

balancing rocks was used as a symbol on the country's currency at independence.

It is important to iron your clothes in Zimbabwe. Tumba flies lay eggs on wet clothing. If the eggs hatch, these flies

can burrow into the skin. Ironing kills the eggs.

The first president of Zimbabwe was named Canaan Sodindo Banana. While he was in office, a law was passed

forbidding people from making fun of the president’s name.

Flag

The white triangle stands for peace, and the red star represents cooperation with other

nations. The golden bird is a symbol of the history of Zimbabwe. Green symbolizes

agriculture, yellow stands for mineral wealth, red represents the blood shed to achieve

independence, and black stands for the native people.

National Image

The fish eagle is a white and black bird with a yellow beak. Fish eagle sculptures have

been found at the ruins of the city of Great Zimbabwe. Located in the town of Masvingo,

Great Zimbabwe is one of the most important monuments in the country.

Land and Climate

Area (sq. mi.): 150,872

Area (sq. km.): 390,757

Zimbabwe is a country of flat grasslands, rocky hills, and mighty rivers. The Zambezi

River forms Zimbabwe’s northern border, and the Limpopo River forms the southern

border. Slightly larger than Japan or the state of Montana, Zimbabwe is shaped like a

dome. The elevation is low at the edges of the country, but the terrain slowly rises

toward the center. This center region, called the Highveld, has an elevation of 5,000

feet (1,500 m). This is where the country’s largest cities are located. 

Temperatures depend on the elevation: the higher you go, the cooler it gets. But

overall, Zimbabwe’s climate is pleasant most of the year.
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Population

Population: 13,771,721

Ninety-eight percent of the population of Zimbabwe is African. The remaining 2 percent

is made up of people of European descent (mostly British), mixed heritage, and Indian

descent. The largest African groups are the Shona (82 percent) and the Ndebele (14

percent). Although more people are moving to the cities, most (61 percent) still live in

the countryside. The largest cities are Harare and Bulawayo. HIV/AIDS and other

health problems affect a large percentage of the population in Zimbabwe.

Zimbabweans have one of the shortest life expectancies in the world, at an average of

about 51 years.

Language

English is Zimbabwe’s official language. Its status is a result of the nation’s history as a colony of Britain. Educated

Zimbabweans speak English, and it is used in government and business. But people in rural (countryside) areas

usually speak the language of their ethnic group, such as Shona and Ndebele.

Can You Say It in Shona?

Hello Mhoroi (MORE-oy)

Good-bye Chisarai (chih-SAHR-eye)

Please Ndapota (ndah-POH-tah)

Thank you Ndatenda (ndah-TEN-dah)

Yes Hongu (HON-goo)

No Aiwa (EYE-wah)

Religion

Source: The World Factbook 2014. Washington, DC: Central Intelligence Agency, 2014.

Most Zimbabweans mix their Christian faith with traditional African practices and beliefs, including a belief in witch

doctors, witchcraft, and ancestor worship. The Roman Catholic Church is the largest Christian church in Zimbabwe, but

various Protestant, Apostolic, and other churches also have members. Muslims make up less than 1 percent of the

population. Attendance at church services is high.
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Time Line

AD 900

ca. AD 900 Early Shona groups begin arriving in what is now Zimbabwe

ca. 1200–1450 Zimbabwe is the center of a powerful trading empire

ca. 1500 Great Zimbabwe weakens, and the Shona divide into several states

1800

1840s The Ndebele migrate north into the area around Bulawayo

1888 Cecil Rhodes forms the British South Africa Company

1889 Rhodes receives permission from Queen Victoria of Britain to colonize

the lands north of what is now South Africa

1896 The Shona and Ndebele revolt against the British, but the rebellion fails

1900

1923 Settlers vote to become the British colony of Southern Rhodesia

1930 The Land Apportionment Act gives half of the colony’s land to whites

1965 The white-minority government of Ian Smith declares independence

from Britain

1972 Black forces begin wide-scale attacks on government troops
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1979 An agreement is made to end the civil war

1980 Democratic (government by the people) elections are held, and Robert

Mugabe becomes prime minister

1987 In what is now called the historic Unity Accord, two powerful political

parties unite to form the Zimbabwe African National Union–Patriotic

Front (ZANU-PF)

1997 Economic troubles result in violent protests

2000

2000 With government support, angry groups begin taking over white-owned

farms

2002 Zimbabwe experiences severe food shortages because of drought and

failed land reform

2005 Around 700,000 poor Zimbabweans are left homeless after police

destroy thousands of homes in an effort to clean up cities; this was

called the murambatsvina (doing away with all dirty or shabby things)

2006 Annual inflation (price increases) exceeds 1,000 percent

2008 Robert Mugabe is elected to a sixth term as president, but the election

is marred by allegations of violence and voter fraud

2009 Zimbabwe declares a national state of emergency in response to an

outbreak of cholera and the collapse of the nation's healthcare system

2013 The people approve a new constitution, including a two-term limit on

future presidents

PRESENT
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Great Zimbabwe

Many centuries ago, the ancestors of the Shona ruled a vast empire. They traded

goods with people in many faraway lands. The empire established its capital at Great

Zimbabwe, a magnificent city with huge stone buildings, rock walls, and a 35-foot (11

m) tower. Zimbabwe means “houses of stone.” The modern nation of Zimbabwe takes

its name from this city, and the stone ruins can still be seen today in the city of

Masvingo.

Cecil Rhodes

By the 1800s, both the Shona and Ndebele were living in the area now known as

Zimbabwe. Then, in 1890, a British businessman named Cecil John Rhodes sent a

group of prospectors and soldiers to take over the Shona and Ndebele territory.

Although the tribes fought to get their land back, they were defeated quickly by the

British and their powerful guns. In 1923, this part of the huge region controlled by

Rhodes’s company became a British colony named for him: Southern Rhodesia.

White Rule

White settlers made up only a small percentage of Southern Rhodesia’s population, but they controlled the colony’s

government and land. In 1965, they declared independence from Britain and called their new nation Rhodesia. The

white government of Rhodesia was unwilling to share power with the black population, even though Britain and other

nations disagreed with this policy.

A Long Civil War

The black people of Rhodesia didn’t think it was fair that the whites controlled the

government and owned the best land. As the blacks’ anger grew, war broke out

between rebel fighters and government troops in what became known as the first and

second Chimurenga Wars. Chimurenga loosely translates to mean "uprising." Finally, in

1979, the white government, under pressure from the British, agreed to change the

laws. Black people could then vote and run for office. Rhodesia was renamed

Zimbabwe. A Shona leader, Robert Mugabe, was elected to head the nation.

Troubles Today

For most of the past few decades, Zimbabwe has been a peaceful country. However, conflicts recently have come to

the surface again. Whites who stayed in Zimbabwe after the civil war were able to keep their farms, but some black

Zimbabweans feel that the farms should now belong to them. With backing from the government, they have attacked

white farms and taken them over. The violence has hurt the economy and contributed to serious food shortages. There

are also other significant problems such as a high rate of HIV/AIDS and other diseases, human rights abuses, and a

shortage of jobs. Many people are unsure of what the future will bring.
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Games and Sports

Soccer is by far the most popular sport in Zimbabwe. People play it whenever they can.

Villages form teams and play against other villages. There is also a national league

made up of teams from the cities. Large crowds come to support their teams.

Basketball is another favorite sport. Girls play netball, which is similar to basketball. 

Cricket (similar to baseball) and rugby (similar to football) are two sports played mostly

by whites. Zimbabwe’s national cricket team has done well internationally.

Holidays

New Year’s Day, Easter, and Christmas are some of the biggest holidays in Zimbabwe.

On Christmas Day, people visit family and eat special dishes like chicken with rice. Kids

receive gifts like clothes, toys, and candy. On these holidays, most families take the

chance to get together in their countryside homes and perform rituals such as kupira

midzimu (brewing traditional beer in memory of their ancestors). Zimbabweans honor

their history with holidays like Independence Day (18 Apr.), Heroes’ Day (11 Aug.), and

Defense Forces Day (12 Aug.). People celebrate these patriotic holidays with parades

and family parties.

Food

Zimbabweans eat sadza at almost every meal. This is a thick porridge made from

ground corn. People eat sadza by rolling small balls of it with their hands. They dip the

balls into a sauce made from green vegetables (like spinach or pumpkin leaves) cooked

with onions, tomatoes, and seasonings. Sometimes, meat (such as goat) is used in the

sauce, too. Zimbabweans eat many different kinds of foods, including cow kidneys,

locusts, and caterpillars.

Schools

Adult Literacy: 84%

Although education is important to Zimbabweans, not everyone gets to attend school.

Many families simply can’t afford to send their kids to school. Education isn’t free in

Zimbabwe. Families have to pay school fees and buy uniforms for their children. If a

family doesn’t have enough money to pay for these items, their children will not be

admitted to school. Furthermore, some kids are needed at home to help their parents

farm and take care of animals. Language is also a factor. Classes are frequently taught

in English, which students often find difficult to understand.

Many kids attend boarding schools (schools where students live as well as study). The

students are able to travel home only a couple of times a year. Schools are usually

strict. When students misbehave (like when they’re rude to their teachers or come late),

their teachers may punish them by hitting them with a stick.
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Life as a Kid

Kids in the bustling cities like Harare and Bulawayo may have after-school jobs selling

goods or working for the family business. Kids in the countryside help their families by

preparing meals, working in the fields, and taking care of livestock. Many rural

(countryside) kids live in houses without electricity or running water. Wealthier

Zimbabweans play video games and watch television in their free time. Most

Zimbabwean kids—no matter where they live—like playing soccer and other sports.

Sadly, there are many Zimbabwean kids whose parents have died from AIDS. These

children are known as “AIDS orphans.” Some of them are looked after by relatives, but

others have no one to take care of them, and they end up living on the streets in bigger

cities and towns. There are a few children's homes that are run by volunteer

organizations and churches to take care of these children; most of them, however,

struggle to get enough funding.

Government

Capital: Harare

Head of State: Pres. Robert Mugabe

Head of Government: PM Morgan Tsvangirai

Zimbabwe was created as a democracy (government by the people). However, the president’s political party is so

powerful that it controls almost all areas of the government. The Zimbabwean parliament (lawmaking body) includes a

80-member Senate and a 270-member House of Assembly. The people elect some of these representatives, and the

others are set aside for traditional chiefs, local governors, and people chosen by the president. The voting age is 18.

Money and Economy

Currency: Zimbabwean dollar

Most Zimbabweans work in agriculture. Some use their own land to grow corn, beans,

and tobacco. They also raise goats and cattle. Other people work for larger farms that

grow tobacco, cotton, and sugar. Many Zimbabweans mine coal and gold. Zimbabwe

also depends on tourism. Foreign tourists visit Zimbabwe to go on wildlife safaris and

see Victoria Falls and Great Zimbabwe. Zimbabwe’s recent unrest has hurt its tourism

because many visitors have been scared away. 

The country faces serious economic problems. For several years, it struggled with

some of the highest rates of inflation (price increases) in the world. In July of 2008, the

inflation rate was 231 million percent! And unemployment is estimated to be around 80

percent. The currency is the Zimbabwean dollar, but it was removed from circulation in

2009. Foreign currencies are used instead to keep prices under control, most

commonly the U.S. dollar, the South African rand, and the Botswana pula.
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Getting Around

Because of Zimbabwe’s economic troubles, the country’s transportation system has

suffered. Roads are often not in good condition because there isn’t money to maintain

them. Very few Zimbabweans own cars, so they usually walk where they need to go or

ride a bike. If people need to travel farther away, buses are the best way to get there.

Trains connect the larger cities, like Harare, Mutare, and Bulawayo, but the trains aren’t

always reliable. City dwellers get around in buses or minivan taxis called kombis.

Land of Beauty

Among Zimbabwe’s many natural wonders is one of the world’s largest waterfalls:

Victoria Falls. More than 5,500 feet (1,600 m) across, the waterfall drops 300 feet (100

m), or about 30 stories. Also called Mosi Oa Tunya, or “the smoke that thunders,” the

waterfall’s giant spray and loud roar can be seen and heard from many miles away. 

The country also boasts amazing wildlife, much of it in Zimbabwe’s several national

parks. Hippos wade in the rivers, and elephants and antelope graze on the grasslands.

Rhinos, cheetahs, lions, and many other exotic animals can be seen there as well.

However, some of these animals are threatened by poaching (illegal hunting).

Learn More

Contact the Embassy of the Republic of Zimbabwe, 1608 New Hampshire Avenue NW, Washington, DC 20009; phone

(202) 332-7100; web site www.zimbabwe-embassy.us.
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